Research paper Purpose: To investigate how public libraries in Ireland are using their websites to present local studies collections online. Methodology: All the websites of public libraries in Ireland were evaluated against a checklist of 50 criteria by one of the authors. An analytic description was provided of the four highest-ranking websites and semi-structured interviews were held with staff in these library authorities. Findings: Several interesting trends in Irish local studies and their online presentation were identified. Overall the websites were well-presented and had a strong sense of branding. Users of these websites typically come from the Irish diaspora in Europe, the US and Australia. Library 2.0 "tools" had been adopted by three of the four authorities investigated, adding value to their websites. Recommendations for future developments are included. Originality/Value: This research should add to the relatively sparse literature available on local authority local studies websites.
Introduction
Many public libraries are now making use of the Web to make users aware of their local studies collections and are also involved in digitising some of their collections.
In 1998 the Library and Information Commission in the UK produced a report (Parry, 1998) which provided an overview of digitisation projects in progress at that time. In which allows access to selected digitised content from public library collections across Ireland. Our Cultural Heritage concluded that digitisation was viable in public libraries and museums, that library staff were enthusiastic about digitisation projects, and that there was a high demand among the general public for digitised historic material online. A national digitisation strategy for Ireland was recommended.
However, a review of the literature has shown that there have been no recent studies carried out on the quality and quantity of local authority local studies websites in Ireland.
This paper is based on research, undertaken for a masters dissertation, which aimed to investigate how Irish public libraries are using their websites to present local studies collections online. The key objectives of the research were to:  find out how many library authorities in Ireland are using websites to present their local studies collections;  evaluate these websites using a checklist of criteria;  carry out an analytical description of the local studies" presence on a small sample of local authority local studies websites;  gain more detailed information on these websites by interviewing local studies librarians;
 assess the attitudes of local studies librarians to presenting their collections through the medium of the Web.
Although much work has been carried out on digitisation projects this research concentrates specifically on websites. Digitisation has become an important development for local studies; however this project deals with it as one element only of the library"s website presentation. The digitisation of local studies material brings a number of advantages:
 it improves access -both multi-user and remote access;
 it enables the preservation and protection of fragile materials because it reduces the need for physical contact with documents etc;  when the digitised material is displayed on a website, it can act as a further means of promoting the collection (Barber, 2002) .
However, there have been concerns about the push for digitisation in local studies. Reid (2003) , for instance, argues that traditional local studies services should not be abandoned in favour of a completely digitised service.
Methodology
In order to achieve the objectives of the research project, three different approaches were taken:
 website evaluation using a checklist;  analytical description of selected local authority websites;
 semi-structured interviews with selected local studies librarians.
Website evaluation
A checklist of criteria by which the researcher (Barry) used to evaluate each of the 32 local authority websites in Ireland was developed. Evaluation checklists for websites including those developed by Anderson et al. (1998) , McLachlan (2002) and Waller (2004) , as well as the guidelines for assessing information sources on the Internet (Cooke, 2001) , were consulted. In addition, local studies criteria were specifically created using the researcher"s background knowledge on the subject and the guidelines on evaluating local sources developed by Reid (2003) . All the websites were evaluated by the same researcher (Barry) during June 2007 on the same computer, thus providing consistency between tests. The sites were tested at the same time of the day (morning) to ensure the connection speed was consistent. The evaluation checklist evaluated what the user sees when they visit these sites.
Fifty evaluation criteria were chosen and all criteria were given equal weighting. For each of the 50 criteria the researcher recorded a tick in either the "Yes", "No" or "Not applicable" box on the form. The criteria were divided between seven main themes: These broad categories, with the exception of the local studies sources and services, are commonly used for evaluation of both print and electronic sources. In particular, issues of authority, content, coverage, currency, maintenance and accessibility are standard categories (Cooke, 2001,8; Katz, 1997,26-29; Reid, 2003,211-214; Smith, 19976.0) . Finally, because the sites were specifically dealing with local studies, it was important to include a separate category to deal with this topic. For a full breakdown of the evaluation criteria, please refer to Appendix A.
Analytical description of selected local authority websites
Four websites were chosen from the top scoring sites from the evaluation in order to
give examples of best practice in the field. Each website was discussed in terms of the following topics: 
Semi-structured interviews with selected local studies librarians and related staff
In order to satisfy the final three objectives outlined earlier, a series of semi-structured interviews were held with local studies librarians and those working within related areas (information services/eLibrary services) in the four selected authorities (Cork City, Clare County, Dublin City, and Kildare County). In total, seven members of staff were interviewed from the four authorities. Semi-structured interviews were considered to be the most appropriate method of interviewing as they provided both flexibility as well as a set list of questions/topics. It was felt that this would make it easier to compare results and analyse data at the end of the four interviews.
Each interviewee was assigned a number to ensure anonymity when it came to taking detailed notes from the interviews. These numbers were randomly allocated.
A list of questions was drawn to acquire more detailed information on the individual websites and to discover how local studies librarians felt about using a website to present local studies. The interviews were used to "flesh out" the figures that had emerged from the evaluations and to give background to the subject area by talking to professionals working in the field. However, it should be noted that as the interviewees were chosen from the top-scoring websites, it was clear that these authorities were the most progressive concerning the use of the Web to present local studies. Therefore, the results would not give a totally balanced view of the attitudes of all Irish local studies librarians and the use of all local studies websites. Themes were identified following analysis of the recorded interviews and attitudes compared.
Limitations of methodology
Overall, the combination of research methods was successful in investigating how Irish public libraries are using the Web to present their local studies collections.
However, there were limitations that should be noted. Reid (2003) has noted the difficulties of evaluating electronic sources for local studies. Although the checklist of 50 criteria was a convenient way of testing a large number of websites, it proved unsatisfactory in evaluating the quality and sheer variety of local studies sources available on these sites. For example, a well-designed website with little digitised local studies content could receive the same score as a badly-designed website with rich online local resources. Also, all evaluations were carried out by the researcher (Barry). This failed to give an overall picture of what users are actually looking for from a local studies website. However, despite these flaws, the checklist did provide an overall picture of local authority local studies website provision nationwide and also allowed for some form of comparison between the sites (Cooke, 2001 ).
Website evaluation
Out of the 32 public library authorities in Ireland, 28 had a local studies webpage or linked website. Of the remaining four, three had no local studies section on their own library webpage but included a link to the Ask About Ireland website where their library authority had its own section. One of the four had, however, no local studies section and no link to Ask About Ireland. When evaluated using the checklist, and allocating one point to each Yes box ticked, the highest scoring authority (45/50 or 90%) was Dublin City Libraries and seven other authorities (County Clare, Cork City, Tipperary, County Kildare, County Mayo, Waterford County and Limerick City) scored 70% or over. At the lower end of the scale, seven library authorities scored between 30 and 50% -most of these provided no more than basic information on the contact details of the library"s local studies collection. All 28 authorities evaluated scored highly in this section of the evaluation as they had homepages that downloaded efficiently (without any errors or site maintenance reports), were well signposted in terms of site content, and contained links to their local studies pages. A small percentage of authorities had unnecessarily long and complicated web addresses that can make it difficult for users to remember. Often, those websites which were slow to access had very detailed and interactive content which outweighed the frustration of waiting for the source to download. Figure 2 shows the overall percentage of total public library authorities evaluated that received a positive score for each criteria in the content and coverage area. Take in Figure 2 Figure 2: Results of content and coverage theme (N=28)
Theme 1: First impressions

Theme 2: Content and coverage
As would be expected for library authority sites, the majority of authorities provided accurate, well-organised quality information. However, many sites lacked a clear purpose and failed to provide adequate detail on the aims and objectives of both their website and their local studies collection. Figure 3 shows the overall percentage of total public library authorities evaluated that received a positive score for each criteria in the Authority theme. Most library authorities had strong branding throughout their websites and provided basic contact information for the local studies department. However, a little less than half provided a contact on every page and this information could be difficult to find.
Theme 3: Authority
There were also difficulties with finding authors of online material and quality references. Lastly, less than 10% provided a counter to mark the number of visits to their site. Figure 4 shows the overall percentage of total public library authorities evaluated that received a positive score for each criteria in the currency and maintenance section. This was an area of evaluation where library authorities scored badly. It was difficult in many cases to find the latest revision dates and to assess how frequently content was updated. Likewise, dead links were common with just over 45% of authorities maintaining more than two dead links on their sites. The results of this section of the evaluation showed that public library authorities have, for the most part, succeeded in making their sites easy to read and well designed. There were still problems on many sites with printing information. Also, information was often hidden further down the page which required much scrolling (i.e. "below the fold"). Less than half of the authorities evaluated used images on their sites and just over half showed evidence of digitisation on their sites. A very small minority (three library authorities) had used multimedia (audio or video files) as an alternative form of presenting local studies materials. Figure 6 shows the overall percentage of total public library authorities evaluated that received a positive score for each criteria in the accessibility and navigation section. Take in Figure 6 Figure 6: Results of accessibility and navigation theme (N=28) more accessible for all users including the visually impaired. This came across in the evaluation with over 60% providing some kind of access for disabled users (including voice activated software). Most sites were easy to navigate and provided comprehensive search facilities. However, very few public library authorities provided any sort of help information, even in the form of a "frequently asked questions" section. Ireland website. This section of the evaluation also highlighted that most public authorities could better use their local studies pages to promote events, local groups and gain contact with their members. This is still an under-developed area of the websites. Another area that could be developed further is the use of audio on the websites to allow users to listen to oral history, folklore or music -just two libraries evaluated provided this option.
Theme 4: Currency and maintenance
Theme 5: Design and multimedia
Theme 6: Accessibility and navigation
Theme 7: Sources and services for local studies on websites
Summary of the website evaluation
Using the criteria checklist to evaluate these websites demonstrated both successes and failures of local authority local studies webpages. The average score of the 28 library authorities which did have a local studies webpage or site was 62%. Overall, the evaluated local authority local studies web pages were successful in creating a good first impression for the visitor and in providing informative local studies content. Branding was strong, as were lists of sources and services for the user interested in local studies. Problems arose with issues of currency and maintenance with more than 50% of the authorities evaluated failing to provide last revision dates and up-to-date content. Lack of help facilities, especially for first-time genealogists, was also surprising considering the growth in this area.
Some websites were difficult to navigate due to text-heavy pages or an emphasis on scrolling down. Digitisation, the use of images and the use of multimedia are all areas which show room for improvement, but this could be an area for future development. There was also a lack of communication with the user on many sites. E-mail, blogs and forums could be developed in the future to make these sites more interactive.
Local studies websites in four selected authorities
Cork City Libraries
The Cork Past and Present website (http://www.corkpastandpresent.ie ) was launched by Cork City Libraries in late 2004 and aims to provide information on the city"s history, culture, places, people and events. At the time of the evaluation (June 2007) the website had 200 pages and 300 images and gets approximately 600 visits a day. Excluding internal users, the majority of these visitors come from the US, followed by Ireland, the UK, and Australia. The most popular areas of the website are the Images and Maps section followed closely by Genealogy. The homepage of the site is shown in Figure 8 and is visually attractive and well organised. The main sections of the site are clearly identified through the 10 subject headings at the top of every page, allowing easy navigation. Contact details are present, and there is also a separate section for What"s New! Take in Figure 8 Limitations of the site include the fact that there are no searchable databases or searchable online publications. Much of the text has been specifically written for the site; whilst this makes it easy to read and ensures that the information is of interest, it doesn"t allow the more advanced researcher much scope to do research online. For more detailed information, the user would still have to access the physical local studies collection. The culture section could also be expanded, and a greater community input could be encouraged (for example, local studies publications could be published online).
County Clare library
County Clare library has had a web presence since the late 1990s The main subject topics on the Clare Library homepage include community information, archaeology, folklore, genealogy, history, literature, people and places.
There are also several digitised photo and map collections. The genealogy section attracts the most users and, as an online resource for family historians (most of whom are accessing from the US, Canada, the UK and Australia), it is invaluable. The section includes an extensive collection of digitised online records, directories, histories of Clare families, donated materials from remote users and research support as can be seen in Figure 9 . Take in Figure 9 Figure 9: Clare Library genealogy web page Limitations of this site are linked to the fact that there is so much material available that it becomes "text-heavy" in places. The site can also be slow to download at times, probably related both to the volume of users it attracts as well as the amount of information it holds. Also, despite the wealth of historical resources, there is no help section available. Helpful advice is given to users via the visitors" book but a new user would be unaware of this aid.
Dublin City Libraries and Archives
The Dublin City Libraries and Archives website is just one section of the overall Dublin City Council website and can be accessed at: 
County Kildare Library
The local studies department of Kildare County library services incorporates local studies, genealogy and archives. It has had a strong web presence Limitations of the site included the lack of help facilities for first-time users of the site and for those interested in family history. There was a large volume of useful text on the site, but there is room for improvement with regards to visual research aids like photos, prints and maps.
Results of interviews with local studies librarians and related staff
Interviews were carried out in June 2007 with the local studies and information services/systems staff of the four local authority libraries as described earlier. Detailed notes were taken from the interview recordings and these were manually analysed to find recurring themes. Interviewees were each given a number which was randomly allocated to ensure anonymity.
The need to produce a local studies website
All librarians interviewed were unanimous about the importance of producing a local studies website and of having a web presence for the library. Issues that came up in interviews were improving access, educating people, and a recognition that libraries have to keep up with the times if they are to survive and thrive in the information age. 
Staff involvement
There were major discrepancies in the local authorities visited between the numbers of staff allocated to support the local studies website. Some libraries had full-time members of staff employed only on the website, but some had to make do with working on the site whenever they found the time.
"The whole idea was to involve people in the different sections because they know what"s going on." "When I think of it now, a fifth of all visits to the library now are online." (but the staff quota does not reflect this) "I think it depends on how important you think a website is, and if you assign two or three people to it you"ll get an awful lot done. I find it hard to believe that they can"t find one or two people to do something as important as a website."
Involving the users: donated material
Two of the library authorities which were interviewed had gone beyond the boundaries of their own local studies collection and were actively encouraging volunteers to donate material to the site. This has two advantages: it allows people to self-publish on the site and to feel a greater connection with the library and its services, but it also gives the library material that it might never access otherwise. 
Discussion
As noted in the report, Branching Out, there is a lack of research into issues affecting Irish public libraries (An Chomhairle Leabharlanna, 1998) and this research was an exploratory work which aimed to produce some new data on the topic of local studies websites in Ireland.
Local authority libraries in Ireland and local studies websites: the overall picture
The first finding from this research was that (at the time of testing in June 2007) the majority of the 32 public library authorities in Ireland had some form of local studies website or webpage. Just four library authorities did not, and of these, three provided links to their library"s page on the Ask About Ireland site. However, the quality of the websites varied dramatically. The overall evaluation scores of these sites ranged from 38% to 90%. This indicates that website provision is not prioritised equally in all Irish library authorities. Reid (2003) notes that local authorities do not always have the funds to produce and maintain quality local studies sites and he acknowledges that a lack of imagination and drive are also often lacking. The enthusiasm, vision and dedication of the local studies librarians interviewed for this research was evident, and would indicate that these qualities are vital in the creation and maintenance of a successful local studies website.
Overall, Irish library authority local studies websites were well-presented and had a strong sense of branding. Most of the 28 evaluated websites had comprehensive bibliographic lists of local sources and services within the library collection. Given the traditional importance placed on bibliographies within library reference departments, this is not a surprising result. However, many of the websites failed to identify the purpose of the site, of the local studies department and who their target audience was. Novljan and Žumer (2004) argue that every public library should provide a clear mission statement and description of the library. Due to the large number of remote users accessing local studies sites, it is important to provide some background information on the local studies department, the parent organisation and the online sources provided.
Remote users: the issue of access
Remote access is one of the biggest advantages of digitising local sources and making them available online (e.g. Parry, 1998; Reid, 2003) . Analysis of the selected four local authority websites and interviews with local studies librarians revealed some interesting trends in website usage. The Irish diaspora has played a large role in the continuing importance of family history in Ireland (Hey, 1996) . The four selected authorities investigated attracted remote users from the US, the UK, Europe, and Australia. Clare Library, in particular, provided excellent genealogical sources for family historians researching their roots from overseas. Dublin City and Cork City libraries also noted large volumes of users consulting the family history sections of their websites. Given the popularity of genealogy, it was surprising how few library authorities (just over 20%) provided help and advice for family historians. However, over 50% of the library websites evaluated did provide web links to genealogy sources.
Local studies and Library 2.0
The underlying philosophy of Library 2.0 is that the user should be central to the library service with the library actively encouraging user participation (e.g. Casey and Savastinuk, 2006) who describe how the use of Web 2.0 technologies such as blogs, wikis and forums can be used by libraries to achieve this aim.
One of the most interesting findings from this research was the adoption of Library 2.0 philosophy by three of the four selected library authorities. Clare Library had developed an active relationship with their users (local and remote) who were encouraged to donate their own written research for publication on the website. As well as an online visitors" book, the library had set up a web forum where users could communicate with library staff as well as each other; a virtual community. Kildare
Library also emphasised the importance of getting the community involved through online publication and as Curran et al. (2007) Local studies can improve community spirit, social inclusion and lifelong learning (e.g. An Chomhairle Leabharlanna, 2003; Reid, 2003; Usherwood, 1999) .
However, giving the user the opportunity to develop their own online digital content is a new and exciting development in local studies. The vision of public libraries as a digital "network of community knowledge" (Chowdhury et al., 2006) has not yet been realised fully, but this research shows that it may become an important role for local studies departments in the future.
Attitudes towards digitisation and providing online access to local studies collections
The findings of the Ask About Ireland digitisation project found that librarians were "enthusiastic about the digitisation project and the manner in which it adds value to their collections" (An Chomhairle Leabharlanna, 2003) and this was corroborated by this research. Interviews with selected local studies staff showed a positive attitude amongst the profession towards both digitisation and local studies websites. The advantages of digitising local studies collections (access, preservation of materials, and promotion) which were noted in the literature review (e.g. Barber, 2002; Parry, 1998; Reid, 2003) were also mentioned by the local studies professionals in the interviews. Most professionals interviewed felt strongly that a web presence was an important part of their service, increasing access to their collection and showing people what materials the library owned. However, the difficulties of digitising collections and making them available online were acknowledged by staff who noted that a website required extra time and manpower.
Time and technology: the issues for staff
Two recurring themes from the interviews with local studies professionals were that of time and technology. Although all librarians acknowledged that a website was a positive addition to their services, they also noted that it had increased their workload.
There were variations between library authorities, as to the number of staff allocated to the website. In most cases, librarians were forced to juggle their workload between the local studies desk and the website and Novljan and Žumer (2004) note similar problems in Slovenian public libraries. Some library authorities had given more importance to the website and employed full-time staff to run the site but this appeared to be the exception. Clausen (1999) was also demonstrated by the fact that the interviews were carried out with local studies librarians as well as information services/systems managers.
Conclusion and recommendations
This research was an exploratory work, and is an area which merits further research.  A yes/no checklist may not be the best approach to evaluate local studies online due to the variety of the material and the diversity of the user group.
 User testing is recommended as an alternative method of evaluation, with a carefully selected series of questions relating to the users" experience of the site.
 These questions should focus more on the quality and depth of the information and how easily the users can navigate their way to the information they need.
 As users of the local studies service are so varied (schoolchildren, students, genealogists, archaeologists, local historians etc), a wide variety of users should test the site.
 Users should be encouraged to provide extra comments and feedback; this is valuable qualitative data which can be used to improve the service.
The use of semi-structured interviews with a select sample of local studies professionals provided valuable and richly informative data on changing technology, attitudes and challenges to the sector. Due to the time limitations of this research, the number of interviews was limited to those involved in the most progressive websites.
The checklist revealed a big discrepancy between library authorities and their standards of website provision. A question which emerged from this research is why was there such a gap? A nationwide study, interviewing local studies professionals in all library authorities, could provide some answers to this question.  Greater communication and collaboration between local studies departments nationwide is recommended -librarians should study other local studies websites and learn from each-other (Clausen, 1999, p.85 ).
b) Website content
 Development of FAQ section of website could reduce e-mail volume and pressure on staff time (Reid, 2003) .
 The website should always include information about the library, the local studies department, and the aims and objectives of the site.
 Online publication of users" work can expand the local studies collection
and improve relations with library users.
 Library users should be encouraged to participate in the website, to give feedback and provide material. Web 2.0 technologies such as blogs and forums can help to achieve a sense of an online community.
 Digitised materials such as photos, postcards and maps can add value to the website.
 Use of free web resources like Flickr and Community Walk can also add value to the website, as can a well-maintained list of useful web links.
 Family history is a growing area of local studies. Online help for genealogists as well as useful web links and resources are relatively easy to put on a website, add value and could increase use of website.
 Ireland has a strong oral and storytelling tradition. The use of audio on websites could promote oral history collections as well as encouraging contemporary oral histories to be recorded.
c) Website design
 Websites should be easy to use and to navigate.
 Text should be adapted to read on screen.
 All materials should be easy to print.
 Websites need to be constantly maintained (Clausen, 1999) . A lastupdated date should be included, if possible.
 Links should be constantly maintained. There should be no dead links on the site.
 Local studies is said to be socially inclusive (Usherwood, 1999) . The website should reflect this, adhering to Web Accessibility Initiative accessibility standards.
 The local studies website should entice the user to use the actual collection as well as the site. The "jewels" of the collection should be displayed on the website (Falk, 1999) .
To conclude with the words of the Branching Out report, Irish local studies collections "comprise a resource of great national and indeed international importance" (An Chomhairle Leabharlanna, 1998) . The challenge facing the local studies sector is not only to preserve this resource but to recognise the value of the Internet in bringing valuable materials to a wider audience. In this way, the "national and international importance" of Irish special collections will not fade, but will be embraced by a new generation of users.
23. Important information "above the fold": Waller (2004, 2.1) states that only 30% of users will bother scroll down the page so it"s best to have important information at the top of the page. 24. Easy to read: Is the text easy to read? Waller (2004, 2. 2) recommends that long lines of text should be avoided as they are difficult to read on-screen and that appropriate fonts and sizes should be used. 25. Printer friendly: Can relevant material be selected and printed easily? The researcher selected text from each site for printing to test this. 26. Consistent design throughout site: Consistent design throughout a site can make it easier to use. 27. Use of multimedia to add value to site: Multimedia is taken to mean the use of sound and/or video to add value to the site. 28. Use of images to add value to site: Images include photos, postcards, maps etc used in an appropriate manner to add value to the local studies element of the site. 29. Evidence of digitisation on site: Digitisation is taken to mean anything which has been converted from its original format into a digitised form for use on the site. 30. User is able to move around the site with ease 31. Site Map: A site map is a list of all the pages on the website in formalised order and can be useful for site navigation (Bradley, 2002, p.54 Waller (2004, 3. 2) notes that links should look like links rather than part of the text. 35. Search facilities are easy to use: Smith recommends a thorough evaluation of the search engine provided for the resource (Smith, 1997, 6.6.3) .
Help information available:
This can include FAQs (frequently asked questions) recommended by Bradley (2002, p.126) or directions for using the site recommended by McLachlan (2002, 3.B) . 37. Images to have ALT=: Cooke advises that images should be tagged with a meaningful description (Cooke, 2001, p.79) . 38. Help for first time genealogists: Helpful advice on how to get started, sources and services to access and useful contacts. 39. Links to genealogy sources: Useful Irish national sources include the National Library of Ireland and the National Archives. General useful sources include Family Search and GenForum.
